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WILLIAM TATHAM 

There is an account of William Tatham in the "Two Parsons," by 
George Wythe Munford, but no one would suspect in reading it that he 
was one of the most remarkable men of his times. The sketch given in 
"The Cyclopedia of Biography," by Lyon G. Tyler, says that Tatham "in 
his many published works anticipated by more than half a century all others 
in calculating the agricultural and commercial possibilities of the new 
nation and making suggestions for their development, as witness : "An 
analysis of the State of Virginia" (1790) ; "Two tracts rellatingto the Canal 
between Norfolk and North Carolina" (1797) ; "Remarks on Inland 
Canals" ( 1798) ; "Political Economy of Inland Navigation, Irrigation and 
Drainage" (1799) ; "Communications on the Agriculture and Commerce 
of the United States" (1800) ; "Historical and Practical Essay in the 
Culture and Commerce of Tobacco" (1800) ; "National Irrigation" (1801) ; 
"Oxen for Tillage" (1801). 

[Copied from the Richmond Enquirer for February 23, 1819.] 

"The birth-day of Washington was yesterday celebrated in 
this city with appropriate honors. The volunteer companies 
paraded, fired a grand salute, and dined at different places. The 
House of Delegates adjourned out of respect to the day. 

On the firing of the evening salute, a melancholy event hap- 
pened. Col. Wm. Tatham, a man of misfortune, but of consider- 
able information, known in London, in Washington and this city, 
for his skill in Civil Engineering, walked in front of the cannon, 
and before he was seen by the officer who gave the word of com- 
mand, was blown almost to pieces by the explosion. His body 
was almost cut in two ; his bowels were exposed ; and he in- 
stanteously lifeless. Some say that he had, intentionally 
planted himself before the cannon ; that he had in the course of 
the day expressed a wish and determination to die : but we are 
inclined to believe that this gentleman was somewhat intoxicated 
and walked about 4 or 5 feet before the muzzle of the cannon 
without being conscious of his situation. The wadding struck him 
with great force. We have no time to collect the particulars ; 
but we sincerely commiserate the manner of his death, and regret 
his fate." 
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[Copied from the Richmond Enquirer for February 25, 1819.] 

Colonel W. Tatham 

Colonel Tatham, whose extraordinary death was noticed in 
our last, was born in the county of Cumberland, in England, in 
the year 1752 — his father was the Rev. Sanford Tatham. In the 
year 1769, when only 17 years of age, Col. Tatham came to 
America, "without profession, trade or employment, and with 
no more than one single family guinea in his pocket." A sketch 
of his life, down to 1802, is published in the 3d vol. of "Public 
Characters", printed in London, of 1801-2 ; which gives also the 
lives of many distinguished men ; as Mr. Windham, Hornetooke, 
Lord Sheffield, Count Rumford, Dr. Mitchill, etc., etc. — It ap- 
pears from this Sketch that he first lived in this country, in "the 
house of Messrs. Carter and Trent, respectable merchants on 
James River." He took a stand in defence of American rights, 
when the revolution commenced. He is stated to have drawn 
"the memorial on which the civil and military organization of 
the government of the Tennessee country was founded, at a 
time when he was no more than 24 years of age." He was "ap- 
pointed adjutant of the military force of the new district of 
Washington, in which capacity he served during the attack of the 
Cherokee and Creek Indians at Fort Caswel under Col. John 
Carter, and in company with Gen. James Robertson and Gen. 
Sevier." He was in other military situations during the war; in 
'78 "one of the volunteer cavalry, composed of the young gentle- 
men of Virginia, under command of General Nelson;" in 1780, 
he commenced the study of the law under the celebrated and 
lamented Hardy; in *8i, he assisted in arranging the business of 
the land office in North Carolina. During the invasion of Vir- 
ginia by Phillips and Arnold, he was nominated an auxiliary 
officer in General Nelson's suite : at the siege of York, he acted as 
a volunteer. After the capture of Cornwallis, "he was called to 
occupy a place dependant on the Board of Privy Council in Vir- 
ginia." In 1783, "he embarked for the Havanna, in order to 
combine a knowledge of the Spanish interests in the West Indies 
with that which he had acquired in those western countries of 
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the United States, which border on the Mississippi territories of 
his Catholic Majesty." On his return to Virginia, he visited 
General Davie in N. Carolina, under whom he finished his studies 
in the law, and was admitted to the bar of her county courts. He 
subsequently explored the several rivers of North Carolina, and 
their western communications towards the Mississippi ; in '87, was 
elected into the Legislature of N. Carolina ; and by that body was 
elected a lieut. colonel. In '90, '91, '92, and '93 he made various 
tours to the western parts of Virginia, and to the waters of the 
Mississippi, to collect geographical information. In '95 he visited 
Spain, for mysterious purposes not developed in this Sketch, under 
the auspices of the Spanish minister in the United States ; had 
private interviews with the Prince of Peace ; was "particularly 
noticed by the King and his family ;" but owing to some political 
intrigues, was civilly notified to leave the country. He then 
visited England, and in 1801, "was called to the superintendance 
of the London docks at Wapping;" here he remained, projecting 
and executing, until the Court of Directors determined to complete 
the residue of the work by contract. 

Here the sketch terminates. Col. T. must soon afterwards 
have revisited the United States, and was subsequently employed 
by government, we believe to survey the coast of North Carolina 
. . . About 18 months ago, Mr. Monroe gave him a com- 
fortable situation in the United States' arsenal recently erected 
up the James Rver. But this unfortunate and eccentric man, who 
had addicted himself to a habit of intemperance, threw up his 
appointment, and came to this city. It was melancholy to see 
this man of great enterprise and extensive information, throwing 
himself away, the victim of adversity, the victim of himself. 
On the evening of the 22A inst. in the presence of a large crowd, 
on the capital square, while the second evening gun was firing in 
honor of Washington's natal day, this unhappy man terminated his 
existence. 

A coroner's inquest was held over his body ; and an intelli- 
gent jury say "upon their oaths that they have carefully inspected 
the body of the deceased, and examined sundry witnesses ; from 
the evidence before them, it appears that about sun-set of this day 
on said square, when the evening's salute was fired the said de- 
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ceased rashly and precipitately (after having previously expressed 
a wish to die) threw himself immediately in front of one of the 
guns after the order to fire had been given by the officer, at that 
very instant when a match was set thereto. From a careful 
examination of all the witnesses, it is the unanimous opinion of 
this inquest, that the said Col. Wm. Tatham, in manner aforesaid, 
came to his death accidentally, and they feel fully justified from 
the evidence in saying that no blame whatever, should be attri- 
buted to the officer or the men, who had the charge and manage- 
ment of the said cannon." 

We understand, that witnesses appeared before the jury, who 
testified to certain declarations of the deceased, touching his 
desperate intentions. One witness proved that the deceased took 
him by the hand near the right gun which had just been fired, 
and wished to draw him towards the left gun then about to be 
fired, exclaiming, "Come, go with me, and let's be blown to 
eternity," or words to that effect. Another stated, that just be- 
fore the firing commenced, the deceased came to the drum in 
possession of the witness, took leave of the drum and its sticks, 
saying it was the last day or time he should ever hear the flam 
of a drum. Several witnesses proved, that at the time the left 
gun was about to be fired, the deceased was on the side of the 
gun near the axle, that he must have changed his position very 
suddenly ; the smoke &c prevented their seeing him afterwards. 
They proved too the wildness of his manner, and that he spoke 
of his wish to die. 

With self-command, and with the information on civil en- 
gineering, and geographical information, which he possessed, 
Col. Tatham, at this interesting era of internal improvement,, 
might have rendered the most substantial services to this country. 
But he is gone! May his melancholy exit warn some of our 
readers. — He has left behind him a valuable stock of maps, plats, 
charts, and explanatory M. S. S. which it is hoped will be care- 
fully preserved. 



